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CENTENARY OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
IN QUEENSLAND—1859-1959 
[By ARTHUR LAURIE, Vice-President.] 
(Read May 28, 1959.) 
Brisbane started as a convict settlement in 1825 
and the first buildings erected were on the north bank 
of the Brisbane River, They would be somewhere 
between the present-day approach to Victoria Bridge 
and down the river to the site of Parliament House. 
Perhaps the earliest structure would be a wharf or a 
landing place just where the present Queen's Wharf is 
located. The next public amenity was the road leading 
away from the wharf, which was up and down the river 
and it had to be formed and graded, so the oldest road, 
street or highway in Queensland is the one that con-
nects with Queen Street at Victoria Bridge, 
The first bridge built in Brisbane was close to the 
intersection of Queen and Creek Streets, as a saltwater 
creek passed through there and further around con-
nected with the freshwater holes and springs on the 
site of the present City Hall, At this same place, a 
water supply was established and hollow iron-bark logs 
were used for purposes of reticulation. Some of these 
primitive pipes can be seen at the City Hall to-day. 
In 1829, the Government Stores and Observatory 
were completed. They are the earliest structures com-
ing down from convict days and at present are in a 
good state of preservation. All the services of that 
period were carried out by the New South Wales 
Government, with the use of enforced labour and rate-
payers were unknown. 
In 1839 the convict settlement ended. The future 
city was laid out in a blocked area with streets or roads; 
there were several strong and substantial buildings and 
parts of the outer areas, including the south side of 
the river, were cultivated. One location which can be 
seen to-day but altered considerably is the Botanic 
Gardens, which at that time was known as Queen's 
Park. 
A number of convicts were retained for the pur-
pose of carrying out maintenance work, so the begin-
ning of Brisbane as a free settlement had a good 
foundation. In 1840 the first town plan was designed 
by Robert Dixon, a surveyor, which included an 
esplanade all around the river on the north side. It 
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could never have been adopted, as the highway seen at 
the present time is very short. Progress was very slow, 
as the actual free settlement did not take place until 
1842. 
Allotments were sold in Sydney at the rate of 
£343/10/- per acre. Roads were a chain wide, with the 
exception of Queen Street, which was recognised as the 
main thoroughfare, but Governor Gipps., after a visit 
to Brisbane, had it reduced to the same width as the 
others. Lieutenant Gorman, the last Commandant, was 
left in charge of the town and he could be classed as 
Brisbane's first Local Authority Administrator. In 
1843 another amenity was provided by the estabhsh-
ment of a vehicular ferry which crossed the river from 
the Queen's Wharf to Russell Street in South Brisbane. 
When the first census was taken in 1846, the popu-
lation was Brisbane 829, South Brisbane 483, Kangaroo 
Point 346, the total in the three centres being 1,658. 
Early in 1859, from the results of local interest and 
agitation in Brisbane, a petition was sent to the 
Governor of New South Wales, Sir William Denison, 
praying that a Municipal Council be granted to 
Brisbane, 
This request was readily agreed to by the Govern-
ment under the Municipahties' Act of 1858, It is of 
interest to note at this same period the agitation for 
Separation from New South Wales had gained propor-
tions with petitions to the Imperial Government; the 
petitioners were sure it would be granted and in order 
to placate local feeling and also to gain some prestige 
for themselves, the New South Wales Government 
offered no opposition. 
It would also offer to the Council some respon-
sibility in the welcoming of a new Governor in a new 
Colony, A proclamation was issued on September 7, 
1859, containing the powers granted, and the boun-
daries of the Municipality, The first election was held 
immediately after, and on October 13 the following 
members were declared elected. The votino- was as 
follows: John Petrie 325, Patrick Mayne 274, Thos. 
Blackett Stephens 203, Joshua Jeays 166, Albert John 
Hockmgs 126, George Edmonstone 125, Robert Cribb 
107, George Warren 98, Wilham S, Sutton 95, 
The population of Brisbane at this time was 5 000 
and the franchise must have been on a property basis 
The new Council had its first meeting on the "^  day of 
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declaration of the poll, in the Pohce Office, which was 
on the site of the present General Post Office, The first 
business was the election of the Mayor and Alderman 
John Petrie was unanimously selected for that position. 
The real work after that was setting up machinery 
of control, passing by-laws, the appointment of a 
valuator. That position was advertised in the local 
newspapers. A real worry must have been a permanent 
water supply, as that was the first notice of motion 
given at the second meeting of the Council. 
On November 29 the Council appointed Mr, W, W, 
Boyce to the position of Town Clerk, at a salary of £220 
per annum. As the arrival of the new Governor was 
less than a fortnight away, the Town Clerk would have 
an anxious time organising and preparing a welcome, 
which would be the City's first important function, on 
the arrival of Sir George Ferguson Bowen, the first 
Governor of the new Colony of Queensland. 
They were the only official body existing at the 
time and they were the hosts until the proclamation 
was read from Government House. They were also 
witnesses to the official oaths, all of which were recorded 
in the Council minutes. There were no robes or gold 
chains of office at this historic ceremony, but the duties 
were carried by the Mayor efficiently and with the full 
approval of those present. 
Two days later the Council presented the loyal 
address to His Excellency in the Botanic Gardens before 
a large crowd of citizens. The importance of the 
occasion would assure that the whole of the people 
within the Municipality and others from outside would 
be there, and it is to be regretted there is no photo-
graphic record of the function. 
On January 28, 1864, the foundation stone of the 
first Town Hall was laid and was completed and opened 
the following year. A tender for the first bridge across 
the Brisbane River was accepted in January 1864, a 
temporary structure being opened on June 24, 1865, 
and it proved of great value to the residents of the 
City. 
One of the early questions before the Brisbane City 
Council was the working conditions of its employees, 
and the same would also later affect other Local Auth-
orities as well as the Government, An Eight-Hour Day 
Movement had been started and the Council as an 
employer had been invited to attend a meeting in its 
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favour. This was on April 15, 1861. There is no 
record of what happened, but on July 22, 1861, 
Alderman Warren presented a petition from Council 
employees, praying for a reduction in working hours. 
The petition must have been unsuccessful, as twelve 
months later, the Council carried a resolution that 
labourers' wages be 6/- per day of ten hours. 
Gas was introduced to Queensland in 1865 in Bris-
bane and proved a welcome amenity to the citizens in 
their homes and was used for street lighting, a year 
later. The proposed water supply for the City had been 
decided upon, and the first supply came from the Enog-
gera Ranges, In 1863, legislation was passed creating 
a Water Authority to construct a reservoir, which was 
completed in 1866. Cross river communication was 
established at various points for both pedestrian and 
vehicular traffic by ferries. A bridge connecting North 
and South Brisbane from North Quay was started in 
1864, but financial troubles delayed its completion until 
ten years later. 
In 1868 the Council joined with the Government 
in welcoming the first Royal visitor to Queensland, the 
Duke of Edinburgh, when the City would have then 
doubled its population. Brisbane continued to progress 
and its worst trouble occurred in 1893 when a disas-
trous flood swept through Brisbane, destroying Victoria 
Bridge and causing hundreds of thousands of pounds' 
damage. In 1897 a new Victoria Bridge was completed, 
costing £110,000. 
A tramway system was introduced in Brisbane in 
1885. It was under the control of a private company, 
was operated by horses, and this method of pubhc 
transportation served its purpose for a few years. In 
1893 a new company was formed which took over the 
assets and liabihties of the old one and launched out 
with a new scheme, electric trams, and on June 21, 
1897, the first tram ran from Logan Road, Woolloon-
gabba, to the south end of Victoria Bridge. 
Previous to the introduction of trams, the public 
had to depend on horse buses and cabs. Electricity was 
introduced in Brisbane in 1884, yet it made slow 
progress for the purpose of public lighting but in the 
same year the Brisbane Railway Station was lit by 
electricity. 
In 1901 the population of Queensland reached 
500,000, with Brisbane's population at 100,000. The 
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City Council continued to progress rapidly with civic 
improvements. In 1925 a new system of government 
took place when the Greater Brisbane scheme was 
inaugurated, amalgamating nineteen different bodies; 
two cities, Brisbane and South Brisbane; six towns, 
Sandgate, Windsor, Hamilton, Toowong, Ithaca, Wyn-
num; and eleven shire councils into one local authority 
with the title of Brisbane City Council. This new system 
of Local Government provided for its elected represen-
tatives to be paid a salary for their services to the 
citizens. The amount fixed at the inauguration of the 
Greater Brisbane Council was £1,000 per annum for the 
Mayor and £400 for Aldermen, These were later 
reduced to £750 and £300, respectively, but at the 
present time, in keeping with the system of increased 
salaries for services rendered, the salaries are the Lord 
Mayor £2,500 and Aldermen £1,350. 
Leaving the Brisbane City Council at this stage 
and turning to other Local Authorities, we find that 
Ipswich was proclaimed a Municipality on February 3, 
1860, and it was constituted on the same lines as Bris-
bane. The first Mayor elected was Alderman John 
Murphy. The next city to follow was Toowoomba, which 
was proclaimed on November 19, 1860, the first Mayoi 
being W, H. Groom, who later represented Toowoomba 
in the State Parliament for nearly forty years, and was 
then elected to the Federal Parliament, which was 
inaugurated in 1901. He had also been the Speaker of 
the Queensland Parliament for many years, and 
altogether had a great record in public life. 
Rockhampton was the next to follow when it 
became a Municipality on December 15, 1860, the first 
Mayor being John Palmer, a business man in the young 
town. 
Maryborough Municipality was created on March 
23, 1861, and a pioneer resident of the district from 
1848, John Eaton, was created the first Mayor. 
Bowen was the earliest Municipality in North 
Queensland; it was created on August 7, 1863, and 
Francis Clark was the first Mayor. 
Gayndah became a Municipality in 1866, and its 
first Mayor was a pioneer resident of the district, 
Francis G. Connolly. 
Townsville in 1867 reached the grade and A. W, 
Ross was Mayor; Clermont, a thriving mineral centre 
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of both gold and copper, had Municipal distinction in 
1867 with J, Deimes as first citizen. 
These Municipal records ah occurred when Queens-
land was less than ten years old and was progressing 
rapidly, but in 1879 the Government found it necessary 
to extend Local Government authority. They then 
passed the Divisional Boards' Act which was a policy 
for improvements outside the town area and was mostly 
the creation and upkeep of roads and preservation of 
water supplies. 
The Divisional Board system lasted until 1902, 
when the Local Authorities' Act was amended and the 
present Shire Councils were created. These Councils 
had greater powers, and one or two went to the extent 
of providing railway transport. Two notable instances 
are the Belmont Shire Council in the metropolitan area 
and the Aramac Shire Council. The Belmont Shire 
Council had a railway constructed from Belmont to the 
Cleveland line and the service ended at South Brisbane 
station. The other one was from Barcaldine to Aramac 
and was built by the Aramac Shire Council. This one 
is still in operation, but is in financial difficulties. In 
both these ventures the rolling stock belonged to and 
was operated by the State Railway Department, under 
an agreement. 
To-day many Shire Councils have control of aero-
dromes and also carry out electric light and power 
supplies for both public and private use, as well as 
water supply and sewerage services. In the whole area 
of Queensland, 667,500 square miles, there are 169 local 
governing areas, which include 13 cities, 22 towns and 
134 shires. 
In 1921 the adult franchise was introduced in 
Queensland for the first time, for the purpose of elect-
ing members in the Local Government elections. It was 
definitely a pohtical policy introduced by the Labour 
Government of the day, as part of their platform, and 
it was viewed with fear and apprehension by many 
people, particularly those with vested interests, who 
claimed that people who did not pay rates should not 
have the right to say who should be representatives 
of Local Authority Government. 
It was stated that the reform was loaded in favour 
of the Labour Party, but after the experience of nearly 
forty years these fears are groundless. The first elec-
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tion in 1921 of Local Authorities left Labour represen-
tation in a hopeless minority all over the State. 
Three years later, the Labour Party gained ground 
in the metropohtan area by getting control of Brisbane 
and South Brisbane City Councils, also the town of 
Ithaca and the shire of Coorparoo. Twelve months 
later, when the Greater Brisbane Council was formed. 
Labour could only win six seats out of twenty-one. 
Further, out of the thirty-four years of the Greater 
Brisbane Council's period. Labour has had only nine 
years of control. That also is the average state of mind 
of the people of Queensland in all Council elections. 
It is worthy of note that all Mayors and Chairmen 
are elected by direct vote of the people. 
On March 3, 1930, Brisbane was raised to the 
status of having a Lord Mayor as its leading citizen, 
and the following information was read at a Council 
meeting of that date: 
"His Majesty the King has been graciously pleased 
to approve of the status of Mayor of Brisbane being 
raised to that of Lord Mayor. His Majesty has also 
been pleased to approve the right to bear title of 
'RIGHT HONOURABLE' together with privilege being 
addressed during tenure of office in instrument, under 
Royal Sign Manual, as 'YOUR RIGHT TRUSTY AND 
WELL BELOVED' should be conferred on the Lord 
Mayor of Brisbane on the same conditions as those laid 
down in the case of the Lords Mayor of Sydney, Mel-
bourne, Adelaide and Perth," 
The ruling Sovereign was King George the Fifth 
and the Lord Mayor was Alderman W, A. Jolly, C,M,G, 
Brisbane City Council is constituted under a 
separate Act of Parliament from the other Local 
Authorities, and when it was proclaimed in 1925, a 
fervent enthusiast described it as "the seventh State 
of the Commonwealth," It then had (and still has) a 
greater revenue than the State of Tasmania. The popu-
lation of Brisbane at this date was 253,000, and now in 
1959 it is 540,000, In 1925 there were 71,000 ratepayers 
contributing £500,000 in general rates, and at the 
present there are 149,000 ratepayers paying £3,500,000. 
Rating is assessed on the unimproved value of the land 
and it is applicable all over the State. 
The first Budget of the Greater Brisbane Council 
in 1926 reveals that the valuations for rateable pur-
poses over the whole area totalled £22,000,000 and in 
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1958 the valuations had risen to £68,459,678. It is to 
be noted at the present time that the Valuer-General's 
Department values land for rating purpose for the 
whole State, The Main Roads Commission, which is a 
State Government Department, has been of great assis-
tance to Local Authorities all over Queensland. The 
main highways nearly all go through the most populous 
centres and that means some miles of road and bridge 
construction and maintenance are carried out by the 
Department at no expense to the Councils. In addition 
many Councils are subsidised by the Government for 
civic improvements, and these works are often carried 
out by the Main Roads Commission. 
In 1936 the Local Government Act, other than the 
Act of the Brisbane City Council, was amended and it 
gave consolidation to local government law, by giving 
Shire Councils greater powers in making by-laws, 
giving powers to Local Government to carry out ser-
vices and amenities where they were most required. 
There have been occasions when Shire Council pohcies 
have been in conflict with the various Government 
Departments, but on the whole, the arrangements have 
worked out satisfactorily. In any case, the State Gov-
ernment has the power of veto, so that there is no 
danger of a Local Authority using its powers to the 
detriment of the community. A recent decision of the 
State Government was the dissolution of the Cook Shire 
Council, which included Cooktown and north of that 
town, which was its centre of control. This shire was 
50,000 square miles in area and occupied nearly the 
whole of Cape York Peninsula. The Local Government 
Department took over the administration, and it is 
hoped that the development of the Peninsula will benefit 
thereby. 
A novel and unique feature of Local Authority 
Government in Queensland was provided
 for the Torres 
Strait Islanders in 1939. The natives of these islands 
have been given autonomy wherein they administer 
their own domestic laws. They elect their represen-
tatives to the Councils under the adult franchise and 
they have established their own Courts which impose 
and collect fines for breaches. In a general way, they 
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are a self-governing community, and the system is 
unknown anywhere else in Austraha in connection with 
the administration of Native Affairs. Government 
oflficials act mainly in an advisory capacity. The 
industry of these natives is mainly pearl fishing, which 
is carried out on a co-operative basis. 
